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Abstract 
The scientific literature clearly reveals the growing incidence of the children’s emotional and behavioural problems. The 
current paper investigates the prevalence of the socially and emotionally related problems in a Romanian sample of 1292 
children, from low-budget families, studying in schools from disadvantaged communities. The children, aged 7 to 11, were 
assessed using ASEBA and SSRS self-reported questionnaires. Statistical analysis revealed a high incidence of social 
problems (21%), internalising (17,1%) and externalising (13,7%) problems, with a significant difference between boys and 
girls (F(4, 424) = 6.58, p< .01). Strategies to prevent these problems in the school environment are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
In the contemporary society, children are confronted with a variety of situations which are frequently 
associated to negative consequences on the social-emotional and academic development, and also on the long 
term well-being. Many studies reported that an optimal social-emotional functioning reduces the inadaptability 
risk, dysfunctional relationships, interpersonal violence, substance abuse and increases the civic engagement and 
the well-being (Zins, Weissberg et. al., 2004).  Moreover, it seems that the emotional and social competences 
present a relatively stable pattern through time, from preschool years to adolescence (Abe &Izard, 1999). 
Based on these findings, we consider it is necessary to offer a special attention to emotional and social 
competence in school children. 
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1.1. The specificity of emotional and social problems in primary school children 
Usually, the children’s behavioural problems are derived from the lack of emotional and social competences 
and are conceptualized as internalising and externalising problems.  
Externalising problems, including aggressive, defensive and hyperactive behaviours, are displayed when the 
child cannot control, self-regulate or inhibit the disruptive behaviours. These children have difficulties in 
understanding others’ emotions and motivation (Rubin, Bream & Rose-Kasnor, 1991) and in social relations 
(Milich & Landau, 1989). Externalising problems are related to lack of social functioning and academic problems 
in adolescence (Hinshaw, 2002). 
On the other hand, internalising problems imply a high control and refer to behaviours as sadness, social 
withrawal, anxiety. These behaviours are related to the lack of social and academic functions, but also with low 
career planning abilities (Lewinsohn, Rohde, Seeley, Klein, & Gotlib, 2003). More than that, children who 
developed anxiety and depression are more exposed to these symptomatology in adulthood and also have suicidal 
behaviour. (Lewinsohn, Rohde, & Seeley, 1995). Internalising problems are more specific to girls than to boys. 
In childhood, boys show more externalising problems than girls, but regarding anxiety and depression there is no 
difference by gender. Girls are twice as predisposed to become depressed and anxious than boys, a pattern which 
continues also into adulthood. (Silverman, LeGreca, & Wasserstein, 1995). 
Campbell (1995) results sustain that the presence of internalising and externalising problems in childhood is 
related to multiple negative effects in adolescence and adulthood. More than that, both behavioural problems 
become more and more resilient to change in time (Tremblay, 2000). Regarding the stability in time of 
externalising and internalising problems, previous research results are contradictory. Some authors claim that 
externalising problems are more stable (Verhulst et. al., 1993), other researchers suggest that the differences are 
small or even absent (Ferdinand & Verhulst, 1995). Also, the comorbidity between internalising problems, 
depression and disruptive behaviours in children is reported in many studies (Birmaher et. al., 1996).  
There  is a lot of  evidence-based results which show the fact that children living in a low economic status family 
develop dezadaptative behaviours and deficience in social and emotional functioning more than children living in 
families with high socio-economic status (Bolger et. al., 1995). In children and adolescents aged 6-17 years old, low 
socio-economic status was related to aggressivity and deliquency, reported by teachers and parents (McCoy et. all., 
1999). Poverty was related to juvenile deliquency, internalising, externalising and attention problems in children and 
adolescents from 5 to 14 years old ( Zubrick et. al., 1999).  
Taking into consideration those theoretical and empirical aspects, the purpose of the present study is a national 
screening in order to identify the main emotional and behavioural problems in primary school children living in 
families with a low socio-economic status and who study in schools from disadvantaged communities. In our 
country, specific intervention programs are designed and implemented, but few universal programs are discussed 
and this is because we didn’t have a national screening meant to identify the developmental profile of school 
children. Our study tries to take a first step in this direction.    
2. Method: 
2.1. Participants. 
In this study were included 1292 children, 7 to 11 years old, from different rural and urban regions in 
Romania. 33 subjects were excluded because they didn’t complete 75% of the items or more. From the 1259 
children who met the selection criteria, 552 were boys (43.8%), and 707 girls (56.2%). They live in families with 
a low socio-economic status and study in schools from disadvantaged communities. All children are enrolled in 
mainstream education system.  
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2.2. Measures.  
In order to identify the emotional and behavioural problems in school children, we used: ASEBA (Achenbach 
System of Empirically Based Assessment Thomas, Achenbach, 1991), and SSRS (Social Skills Rating System, 
Gresham & Elliott, 1990). Both scales are translated and adapted for the Romanian population and because of the 
age of the children, we applied the self-report forms. Children filled in the questionnaires in two different days, 
during one week of camp. 
2.3. Procedure & data analysis. 
The collecting and data processing started in June 2011 and ended in June 2012. The instruments were applied  
during  children summer camps, by students of the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences. All students 
participated in a training were they were told about the content of the questionnaires, specific solving-problems 
strategies and working strategies with children. For data analyses we used SPSS 17.0. 
3.  Results:  
Taking into account the fact that there are no standardised etalons, in order to identify externalising and 
internalising problems on the Romanian population, we used a  cut-off point of  -/+1 standard deviation from the 
samples means. The results showed a 21% risk for social problems, 17.1% risk for internalising problems and 
13.7% for externalising problems in our sample of 1291 primary school children. Also, in order to test the 
differences between boys and girls regarding internalising, externalising, social problems and social skills, we 
conducted a Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA, see table 1). The results revealed a significant 
difference between boys and girls: F (4.424) = 6.58, p=0.01; Wilks’ Lambda = .97; partial eta squared = .047). 
More specific, there were significant differences in externalising problems (F=7.292, p=0.017) and social skills 
(F=12.147, p=0.001). Despite the statistical significance, the differences are quite small ( 2< .28) 
Table 1. Multivariate analysis of variance 
MANOVA 
Source Dependent Variable Sum square (Tip III) df Sum square F Sig. 2 
Gender Internalising 11.726 1 11.726 .350 .554 .001 
 Externalising 229.719 1 229.719 7.292 .007 .017 
 Social Problems 11.708 1 11.708 2.087 .149 .005 
 Social skills 1300.092 1 1300.092 12.147 .001 .028 
p<0.01  a. R2 = .001 (Adjusted R2 = -.002);  b. R2 = .017 (Adjusted R2 = .014); . c. R2 = .005 (Adjusted R2 = .003);  d. R2 = .028 (Adjusted 
R2 = .025) 
Our results are consistent with other studies that reported less externalising problems in girls than in boys 
across childhood. Also, girls are more predisposed to depression and anxiety or to inhibition and timidity. 
In order to make a more specific profile of social-emotional development in our sample, we analysed the 
correlations between the internalising, externalising and social problems scales from ASEBA and SSRS scale- 
social abilities. The significant results are presented in Table 2.  
The correlations are similar to studies which reported the comorbidity between the internalising and 
externalising problems (Birmaher & colab., 1996). Also, social problems are usually related to emotional 
problems, which also explains the significant correlations in our results (Zoccolillo, 1992). 
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Table 2. Subscale correlations 
Correlations 
Emotional problems 
Internalizing Externalizing Social problems Social skills 
Internalising R 1 .619** .701** -.046 
N 936 785 884 511 
Externalising R .619** 1 .552** -.364** 
N 785 957 911 529 
Social problems R .701** .552** 1 -.119** 
N 884 911 1136 598 
Social skills R -.046 -.364** -.119** 1 
N 511 529 598 636 
** Correlations are significant  at  p<.01  
 
On the other hand, we didn’t find significant correlations between age variable and emotional and social 
problems, so there are no differences across age in our sample. 
Regression analyses showed that internalising problems ( = 0.545) and externalising problems ( = 0.217) 
predicted 49.2% (r2=.492) of variance in social problems. Moreover, internalising problems are predicted by 
social problems and externalising problems ( = .355, r2=.55). 
4. Discussions and conclusions 
Our results showed that the prevalence of social and emotional problems in Romanian primary school children 
from families with low socio-economic status is relatively high. We found a significant shared variance between 
externalising problems, internalising problems and social problems which means that there is a high probability 
of these problems to appear together in real settings. Also, the common variance can prove the fact that behind 
those categories of problems there are the same factors. As a matter of fact, from a rational emotive and 
behavioural point of view, the emotional problems are the results of a dysfunctional way of thinking. In children, 
the cognitive style interferes with goal setting and achievement, academic success and social interactions with 
classmates and teachers (Vernon & Bernard, 2006). Therefore, implementing Rational Emotive and Behavioural 
preventive programs in educational settings can help children improve their cognitive style and to adapt easily to 
life-threatening events. 
Our first methodological limit is that despite the fact that we used many instruments in order to measure the 
children emotional and social problems, we only presented here the result for ASEBA and SSRS. Also, in those 
kind of studies a multi-method multi-informant method is useful and we assume the limit of using only self-
report measures.   
Despite those limits, the present study offers a general view of real social-emotional problems in primary 
school children, very useful in guiding future preventive and curative interventions in educational setting. Such 
results justified the necessity of some classroom interventions in the form ofrational emotive and behavioural 
programs (eg. SELF KIT) in order to diminish the negative effects of low socio-economic status on children’s 
social-emotional development.  
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